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TECHNICAL INFORMATION  
 
 
No one should be surprised that soil fertility in many parts of sub-Saharan Africa is 
declining. Africa’s consumption of fertilizers is the lowest in the world and organic 
matter that could, to some extent, replace fertility, is often burnt and soils left bare to 
the degrading effects of the sun and the wind. How can farmers produce more when 
the plant producing power of the soil is becoming less? 
 
Fertility from the factory 
 
Why are fertilizers not used more extensively? 
If South Africa is excluded, fertilizer use in sub-Saharan Africa averages 9kg per 
hectare. The global average is 100kg per hectare; China uses 250kg per hectare. 
Perhaps this is to be expected because an African farmer pays, on average, six times 
more for a bag of fertilizer than do farmers elsewhere in the world. There are many 
reasons but among them are: 
 
 poor road and rail networks. It often costs as much to transport one tonne of 
fertilizer from Europe or North America to the port of an African country as it 
does to transport the same volume 100km inland.  
 manipulation by vested interests in the import and supply processes of agricultural 
inputs.  
 dealers who fix unreasonable profit margins  
 fertilizer products simply not being available at regional dealerships when farmers 
need to apply them. 
 the majority of African farmers are unable to make insufficient profit from the 
sale of their crops to allow them to purchase fertilizers. 
 
It is not difficult to see why soil fertility management is looming large in the minds of 
those concerned about decreasing yields and increasing poverty among Africa’s 
smallholder farmers.  
 
Can farmers get a better deal from dealers? 
A development described in the interview with Mark Kamilung (A better service from 
dealers) may help to resolve some of the problems. In Ghana an association of private 
sector dealers - the Ghana Agri-Inputs Dealers Association - has recently been formed 
with the idea of promoting competition, ensuring stocks are held at regional branches 
ready for sale to farmers before the onset of rains, and equalizing prices throughout 
the country. Guidelines have been established to which members of the Association 
are expected to adhere. The Ministry of Agriculture has agreed to work with the 
Association and any members continuing to operate outside the guidelines may, after 
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caution, be banned from trading. The Association’s message to its members is that 
their business depends upon farmers doing well and it is therefore in their interests to 
ensure that they have the right products available at the right time and at the right 
price. 
 
Another initiative that has just been launched is MIR (Regional Inputs Market), a 
project of IFDC, an international centre for soil fertility and agricultural development 
that has its African headquarters in Togo with branches in Burkina Faso, Benin, 
Ghana, Mali and Nigeria. A regional market for the whole of West Africa, supported 
by harmonised policies and legislation and an effective information system, should 
help to trigger agricultural intensification on a sustainable and profitable basis. The 
hope is that the greatly increased size of the single market will be sufficient to attract 
more business development from the inputs industry. And regional co-operation helps 
to defeat the efforts of national governments or powerful individuals to manipulate the 
market for their own ends. It might be interesting to see if similar collaboration is 
taking part in your region. The interview with Frederick Muchena (Policies count too) 
discusses fertilizer supply at policy level. 
 
 
Fertility through better farming practices 
 
Cutting down on compaction 
One of the problems of today’s agriculture is that it has been constantly intensifying 
and using practices that were developed for less intensified systems. Besides 
monocultures which have several negative effects yearly tillage is very damaging. 
Nowadays with intensification, especially where there is very heavy population 
pressure, people are forced to cultivate the same piece of land every year. This is 
having a very damaging effect on the soil and prevents natural organisms from 
playing their own functions of biological tillage. Conservation farming, in which 
tillage is minimised and soil cover maximised is, according to its supporters, a 
sustainable route to soil fertility. (see the interview with Richard Fowler – 
Conservation farming, part of the process?)  
 
Putting out the fire 
The practice in most African countries is to burn the crop remains at the end of the 
season, to burn grass, in fact to burn any vegetation that is there at the beginning of 
the planting season, in order to have a very clean, pest and disease-free, planting field. 
People are not encouraged to make use of any organic matter either from the field or 
from the home compound or from their animals’ dung. Organic matter improves the 
soil and its water holding capacity is multiplied six, seven or ten times.  
 
Blanketing the soil from wind 
Soil left bare after burning is unable to resist erosion from wind and rain. When the 
Harmattan wind blows across the Sahel, up to 50 tonnes of soil per hectare can be lost 
in the year. And the topsoil that blows away is where most of the soil nutrients are 
found. Increasing soil cover cuts the losses but can farmers find sufficient vegetation 
to reduce erosion?  
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Soil health 
In one gram of soil one can find millions of different organisms and thousands of 
species of bacteria – just one group of the organisms in the soil. Soil is heaving with 
life and most of it is invisible. If farmers understood more about the soil upon which 
their plants depend, would their crops do better? The interview with Davies Onduru 
discusses this (Farmers’ field schools for soil).  
 
 
More profit, more inputs 
 
Helping farmers to earn more from their crops is the subject of the interview with 
Kehinde Makinde (Big companies – bigger profits for small farmers). Indirectly this 
has a significant impact on soil fertility because farmers are encouraged to invest in 
soil fertility management if they can be confident of a return on that investment. In the 
interview with Rebecca Azoadam (The rights of women who till the soil) she 
describes the difficulties that many women farmers face and how she believes those 
difficulties can be overcome. 
 
A few definitions of soil fertility – talking points  
 
“You can say there's a triangle. You've got soil chemistry, you've got soil physics and 
you've got soil biology. Soil chemistry is very much soil fertility. So that very much is 
the definition.”  
 
“I would go with the definition that says the ability of the soil to carry the productive 
requirements of the farm household. So I think more in terms of the livelihood need of 
the household.” 
 
“Soil fertility, if you look at it from the chemical soil fertility, it’s the ability of the 
plant to supply nutrients, the soil to supply nutrients to the plant to meet the crop’s 
growing demands. But if you look at the general soil fertility, you have to look at the 
aspect of nutrients as well as water to take care of the nutrient use efficiency in the 
system.”  
 
“Fertilizer is one of the components that will contribute to a better soil fertility but 
that is not the only one. The use also of organic matters that will improve also the 
structure of the soil – the water retention – is also very important. Preserving also, 
micro-organisms in the soil is also very important.” 
 
“Why don’t we define it to include soil productivity and that would include 
everything. I think that all these properties of the soil impacting on the growth of 
crops should come under soil productivity.” 
 
“Soil fertility is the capacity of soil to actually provide the nutrients in sufficient 
amounts at all times during the growth of a plant.” 
 
“I look at people who use the soil, and benefit from the soil, so for soil fertility we 
want to include all those factors that affect the well-being of the soil.” 
 
“Soil is the stuff in which plants grow, so soil fertility is the plant producing power.” 
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A better service from dealers  
 
Cue:  
Why is it that farmers in much of Africa find they have to pay five times the price for 
fertilizers than farmers in the rest of the world? It is certainly not because they are the 
most affluent! In an attempt to get a fairer deal for farmers in Ghana – in whichever 
region they are farming - an association of private sector dealers has been formed. It’s 
called the Ghana Agri-Inputs Dealers Association and it’s based in Tamale. You 
might think that such an association might be bad news for farmers but Mark 
Kamilung, its president, says that when farmers are in business, so are the input 
dealers. He tells Sarah Reynolds about the problems that association members face.  
 
IN:  “The major problem is that . . . 
OUT:  . . . we shall overcome the problems.” 
DUR’N 3’57” 
 
BACK ANNOUNCEMENT: 
Mark Kamilung of Ghana’s Agri-Inputs Dealers Association. 
 
Transcript 
Kamilung The major problem is that they are lacking working capital, the 
business capital to expand their work. Because agricultural inputs are 
very costly and they are in bulk. So they need money to expand. And I 
think the second problem is that most of the members need technical 
knowledge in the inputs that they deal in. Especially they have to know 
their right pesticides, and then to dish it out to the farmers in the right 
quantities. These are some of the problems we are trying to address  
 
Reynolds So your members are both large and small businesses are they? 
 
Kamilung Yes, we have very large dealers and very small dealers. There are some 
dealers who even control up to one billion cedis worth of business and 
some control as small as about half a million cedi business but they are 
all growing up. And then we are aiming to create a very competitive 
market. What do I mean by a competitive market? That prices will be 
almost at the same at all places to all farmers and that inputs will be at 
the doorsteps of farmers.  
 
Reynolds But that can’t happen surely when you’ve got some distributors up in 
Tamale which is a long way from the port – which is where the 
fertilisers – if we take fertilisers – are coming in? 
 
Kamilung Yes, that is the major constraint now. Yes, you are very, very right. 
Because of infrastructure development, roads are very bad so 
transportation cost is very high. If you take on a per tonne basis, the 
amount you pay from Europe to Africa or to the port at Tema is the 
same thing as from Accra to Tamale within the same country.  
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Reynolds That seems complete nonsense, doesn’t it? 
 
Kamilung Yes it is. And the farmer is the loser at the end. Because every 
overhead, every handling cost is finally shifted to the farmer who is the 
final consumer and that is actually affecting agriculture. 
 
Reynolds But it does sound though as if there are people between the importers 
and the farmers – the users – in other words your members, who are 
perhaps being a little bit greedy? 
 
Kamilung Oh yes there are. They also do so. People capitalize on the lack of 
certain inputs in very far places in the country and over price. 
Sometimes they fix their margins which is very bad. And this is one of 
the big exercises that the association is trying to carry out – to try to 
educate members at least to fix reasonable margins. It’s true. Some of 
the members are capitalizing on the situation. 
 
Reynolds But what sanction have you got other than taking away their 
membership? 
 
Kamilung Well we are liaising with the Ministry of Agriculture, governmental 
organizations that we can caution such members when they go outside 
our guidelines and then if they continue, with the help of government, 
we can ban them completely. 
 
Reynolds Now the other big problem that I’ve always heard that the dealers are 
accused of – or maybe it’s the importers, you must tell me – is the 
question of timing. So that farmers in one region wanting to put 
fertilizers or other agricultural inputs – crop protection materials – on 
their crops – and there is a small window of time in which they can do 
it - and the products are simply not available in the shops and stalls 
and markets for them to get there. Are you as an association doing 
anything to address this problem?  
 
Kamilung It is very, very true. That is one of the reasons why the association has 
been formed. In the past it was so. Sometimes when farmers need to 
apply a compound and it doesn’t come at the right time. When it’s time 
to apply nitrogen fertilizer like urea or sulphate of ammonia – the same 
thing. With the formation of the association we have created regional 
branches to make sure that at least the movement of inputs to farmers’ 
doorsteps before the beginning of rains. We are also liaising with the 
big importers that they should always have some buffer stock 
especially at their regional warehouses so that it can be pushed very 
fast to our dealers who also push it to the farmers. This is one of the 
biggest reasons why we created the association. And we are working 
hand in hand with the big importers and we hope in time we shall 
overcome the problems. End of track. 
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Soil fertility 
 
Policies count too  
 
Cue:  
As people move into areas of poor soil – because they have no other choice – there’s a 
high chance that those soils will become worse. Where there is no formal recognition 
of the right to land, and with low prices for crops and high costs of fertilizers, what 
incentive is there for farmers to invest in improving the fertility of their soil? 
 
Dr Frederick Muchena is a consultant with ETC East Africa. His principal interest is 
natural resource management. He is convinced that policy makers must recognize the 
link between unclear land ownership rights and the capacity of the land to produce 
food – as he tells Sarah Reynolds. 
 
IN:  “If you have to conserve the land . . . 
OUT:  . . . instead of improving the system.” 
DUR’N 3’16” 
 
BACK ANNOUNCEMENT: 
Dr Frederick Muchena, consultant to ETC East Africa, on the role of policy in soil 
fertility management.  
 
Transcript 
Muchena If you have to conserve the land resources, people must be able to see 
the benefit for that conservation. And where the land tenure system is 
not very clear, the people definitely will not be ready to invest in 
conservation. 
 
Reynolds But are senior policymakers interested when you explain to them that 
this is a crucial issue? 
 
Muchena Most of the countries in Africa when the issues of land policies, land 
tenure systems and land policy are touched, they say they are very, 
very sensitive. We need to sensitise them more and make sure that they 
pay particular attention to land tenure issues.  
 
Reynolds And of course, the government is also involved – perhaps, I’m not sure 
- when it comes to fertilizer policy? 
 
Muchena I think the government is very much involved in fertilizer policy. And 
a lot of research has been done with fertilizer utilisation. A lot of 
investment as well as research into fertilizer use in different soil types, 
different agro-ecological zones. The information is available. The only 
problem now is with regard to pricing, such that the prices are such 
that the farmers, the poor farmers can not be able to afford to buy 
fertilizers. 
 
Reynolds Now, would you bring back subsidies if you were free to do so for 
fertilizers? 
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Muchena Well, I think the issue of policy of subsidies is very, very important. I 
think if you are to consider bringing in subsidies, I think you have to 
make sure that you take into consideration the price structure of the 
products. If the price structure of your products is guaranteed, then I 
think farmers will be able to even to afford the fertilizers because they 
realise that they will get the benefit to it. But if the prices remain low, 
the way they are, there is no incentive for farmers to buy fertilizers.  
 
Reynolds Here of course you bring in an international dimension. We’ve heard 
many people say, with some justification, that if policies made at the 
World Trade Organisation were different and prices were better to 
African farmers, then they would indeed be able to buy fertilizers and 
soil fertility wouldn’t be such a problem as it is.  
 
Muchena I think I fully agree with you that the price structures are such that the 
farmer invested quite a lot and then the price he gets out there, the 
farm-gate prices are very, very low. And such, if you look at the cost 
of production, he has no return for it. So there is no incentive for 
investments. And I think we need to have a fair playing ground to 
make sure that at least our farmers get reward for their investment. 
  
Reynolds Can farmers manage with just crop recycling, livestock manure, that 
sort of thing, and actually get a decent living from their land without 
the use of inorganic fertilizers? 
 
Muchena If the soil types are the deeply weathered soils you can not sustain 
production through use of organic, particularly organic manures, 
recycling the residues, because the nutrient levels are very, very low in 
those particular materials. And basically what you are doing is you are 
putting poverty into the system instead of improving the system. End 
of track 
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Soil fertility 
 
Conservation farming – part of the process? 
 
Cue:  
Clear large areas of land of all its cover and, in the arid areas of the continent, wind 
erosion of soil is the inevitable result. But is conservation farming an answer to this 
aspect of loss of soil fertility? Richard Fowler works for the Agricultural Research 
Council in South Africa for the Grain Crops Institute and is also Secretary of the 
African Conservation Tillage Network. As you might expect, he’s an ardent supporter 
of conservation farming. He tells Sarah Reynolds why. 
 
 
IN:  “I think in Africa as a whole . . . 
OUT:  . . . sources of information but not decisions.” 
DUR’N 4’50” 
 
BACK ANNOUNCEMENT: 
Richard Fowler, Secretary of the African Conservation Tillage Network talking about 
the many advantages of conservation farming. 
 
Transcript 
Fowler I think in Africa as a whole, the prime cause of the loss or the decline 
of soil fertility has been soil erosion. And if we are going to arrest that 
and hopefully reverse it, what we need to do is to start practising 
conservation agriculture and really promote it. Conservation 
agriculture being to firstly reduce, and hopefully eliminate, soil 
disturbance, particularly by things like the rotavator, the moldboard 
plough and the hand hoe. Secondly ensuring that soils are covered at 
all times. 
 
Reynolds But if you use conservation farming and low or no tillage systems - OK 
I understand that the soil remains in place. You’re not losing it to wind 
erosion. But you’re still surely harvesting and removing nutrients in 
your harvested crop which you’re not able to replace without the use 
of fertilizers? 
 
Fowler That’s certainly the case and you have to have a complementary 
system in which you incorporate both inorganic fertilizers but also the 
organic fertilizers that are available. Like the animal manures that are 
available, but also crop residues and other organic residues from other 
sources like compost and so on.  
 
Reynolds Give me some examples, from your experience, where you’ve seen 
conservation farming really working well and bringing good returns to 
the farmers that are using them. 
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Fowler We’ve had a major trend towards conservation agriculture in South 
Africa in recent years. It’s been a commercial farmers’ practice for a 
number of years and there’s some extremely successful commercial 
farmers… 
 
Reynolds Growing what? 
 
Fowler Growing maize, soyas, and wheat. Basically those three crops but there 
are also some people now growing sunflower, cotton and really we 
maintain that you can grow any crop under conservation agriculture. 
Conservation agriculture doesn’t necessarily increase one’s yields. But 
what it does do is reduces and conserves resources, both natural 
resources like soil as we’ve said, but also water because you reduce 
run off and you increase the water holding capacity of the soil, but also 
of human resources, particularly money. And the one example that 
comes to mind is the farmer who boasts that the youngest tractor on his 
farm is 18 years old because it has to do so little work. We have 
another farmer who plants 6000ha of sunflowers and his boast is that 
he puts more diesel in his runabouts than he does in his tractors. So 
there are many different ways, but also as far as the costs are 
concerned because it’s considerably cheaper, particularly with the 
escalation in fuel costs but also of mechanisation costs, because it’s 
much cheaper to practice conservation agriculture than it is to use 
conventional agriculture.  
 
Reynolds And overall labour. How does conservation farming help or hinder 
with the labour requirements of the farm? 
 
Fowler OK, it reduces the labour requirements considerably both as far as time 
is concerned and also as far as effort is concerned. And in sub-Saharan 
Africa this is a real factor with the influx of HIV/AIDS and the many 
people very weak. Often the household is reduced in numbers and the 
conventional household often comprises very young people and very 
old people and it’s the old people that are having to do the farming, 
they haven’t got the effort. And also the amount of time because there 
is far less to do in conservation agriculture.  
 
Reynolds Is conservation farming as beset by rules, recommendations, as 
farming where fertilizers are required? Is conservation farming 
difficult? 
 
Fowler No, to me it’s fascinating and I think to the farmers it’s fascinating as 
well because all of a sudden they have the opportunity and they have to 
observe what is happening on their farms and make decisions for what 
is happening there and then. Our big failing I think in years past has 
been that we, the advisors, the scientists, the researchers, have been 
trying to make those decisions for the farmers. And there’s no way that 
we can understand all the elements that contribute to the situation that 
the farmer is in. And so really what we need to be doing is providing 
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farmers with the information on which they can base their own 
decisions. But the farmer must make the decision. And that’s a 
characteristic I think of conservation farmers is empowered farmers, 
farmers who do things for themselves and depend on others for sources 
of information but not decisions. End of track. 
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Soil fertility 
 
Farmers field schools for soil 
 
Cue:  
Most people have heard of farmers field schools. It’s when a group of farmers get 
together and decide among themselves what problems they face and, with the help of 
someone from outside the group – perhaps from the extension service or from an 
NGO – they work together to try and find solutions. Most often farmers field schools 
concentrate on crop pests and diseases. 
 
Davies Onduru works for ETC East Africa – an organization that works with farmers 
not only in Africa but also in Asia. He is a soil scientist by training and is trying – 
through farmers field schools – to help farmers understand and improve their soils. 
Sarah Reynolds suggested that this must be quite a challenge. 
 
IN:  “You are quite right when . . . 
OUT:  . . . that we use keeps them going.” 
DUR’N  3’35” 
 
BACK ANNOUNCEMENT: 
Davies Onduru of ETC East Africa. 
 
Transcript 
Onduru You are quite right when you say most farmers field schools have been 
focusing on integrated pest management. That has been the tradition for 
quite a while now. But we thought now trying to get farmers to understand 
their soils based on this approach of farmers field schools which is very 
new. In East Africa it is very new and farmers have been taking it up quite 
well. They are very enthusiastic to learn through this process. 
 
Reynolds But do farmers recognize that they can do something effective with their 
soil? 
 
Onduru Yes. First of all, farmers have to know what we are talking about, these 
nutrients that we are talking about because nutrients are not seen by the 
naked eye. But farmers are able to express the status of their soils using 
different indicators ranging from plants growing on the soil, soil 
characteristics, crop yields. These all give us indicators and farmers are 
able to understand what their soils are. So that is our entry point into 
trying now to find out if they already know the state of their soils using 
these qualitative indicators. Then we bring in the science in matching this 
indigenous knowledge and the science knowledge through soil sampling, 
trying to correlate these perceptions together and make a platform for 
learning.  
 
Reynolds But what's the initial attraction for a farmer to come to a field school 
about soil fertility because there's going to be no immediate spin-off 
unless you are giving out fertilizers. Maybe you are? 
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Onduru Well the incentive for farmers to come to farmer field school has been the 
situation that they have been facing - declining yields over periods of time 
that they are not able to explain exactly what was happening and how they 
are able to address it. So that thirst for knowledge makes them 
enthusiastic enough to learn about soil fertility.  
 
Reynolds But do they not get discouraged when they can't hope to see an immediate 
improvement? 
 
Onduru Not really because, of course as a scientist we usually think that farmers 
are irrational. But farmers are very rational. So long as they are able to 
find an answer, or to discover for themselves the answers they are seeking 
for. Farmers will still remain enthusiastic to go through the process until 
they find some tangible outcome.  
 
Reynolds Now I know that a farmers field school that is working with livestock 
farmers had to come to grips with the difficulty of deciding, do you have a 
meeting every week, or every two weeks and keep the group together and 
get that sort of cohesion when in fact there's nothing very much new to say 
in the life of a cow that's going to change over two weeks. The same 
problem must arise with soil fertility. Do you have a meeting every week?  
 
Onduru In farmer field schools also those changes are not quite visible in the short 
term and this is why we are trying to adapt the methodology which of 
course has been based on the concept of meeting every week. We are 
trying to adapt it in such a way that farmers are still able to learn but now 
spread the learning period because the impacts of soil fertility are not 
easily tangible in the first season. You cannot evaluate the cost benefits 
and the impact of those technologies within a very short time. So the 
farmers that we have been working with have actually been meeting twice 
in a month.  
 
Reynolds And that seems to work all right? 
 
Onduru That has been working quite all right and they are very enthusiastic, 
especially when it comes to group meeting, the nature of the process itself. 
The group dynamics and the precision that indigenous knowledge is being 
incorporated makes them so enthusiastic to know that their knowledge is 
being appreciated in the process and know they are able to listen to one 
another and the ideas that we use keeps them going. End of track. 
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Soil fertility 
 
Big companies – bigger profits for small farmers 
 
Cue:  
Small scale, poor farmers, don’t often get the chance to supply to big companies like 
Guinness or Nestlé. But, thanks to an initiative by IITA in Nigeria, that’s changing. 
Of course the big companies want large quantities of the commodities they buy – 
hence big plantations. But, if farmers can organize themselves into groups so that 
together they can meet the demands of quantity – and quality – then why not take 
advantage of the market and the higher price that goes with it? Of course that also 
means using inputs such as fertilizers to get the quality required. Kehinde Makinde, a 
marketing economist with IITA, tells Sarah Reynolds how it works.  
 
IN:  “We work with them to . . . 
OUT:  . . . actually help farmers to create wealth.” 
DUR’N  3’38” 
 
BACK ANNOUNCEMENT: 
Kehinde Makinde of IITA, helping farmers in Nigeria to tap into a new market. 
 
Transcript 
Kehinde We work with them to first let them understand the market 
requirements. These are the things that the market wants. For instance, 
if you pick a crop like sorghum, Guinness will tell us that we need this 
quantity. We need this moisture content, the seed must be clean, the 
grain must be dry. All that is passed to the farmers and then we work 
with them because the farmers are organised in groups. We provide 
them training in groups to make them formidable to be able to meet 
with the challenges ahead. So we work with them to work along 
commodity lines. When we do this, we facilitate them with inputs and 
that is because we want them to be able to produce those crops. 
Everything that they require - fertilisers, seeds are obtained from the 
private sector. We link them up with the private sector companies who 
are in business to do this.  
 
Reynolds How do farmers take to this new market for them and how do they take 
to being given very strict advice and help - whatever you like to call it, 
but they have to produce what the market wants. How do they react? 
 
Makinde The farmers have been very happy. Don't forget that farmers are also 
interested in making money. So if you give them an opportunity to 
improve on their incomes, they would be glad to seize the opportunity. 
So once they get to see that, the next thing is we try to work with them 
- good, you can get that money but this is how to go. And then we say, 
well we'll provide training to help you to meet those objectives. And 
we had that training for farmers which we gave them on how to use 
market information to improve the prices they get for their product, and 
how to market their product. And the result we got from there was 
astonishing you know. Farmers were able to get prices 5-10% higher 
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than they used to get in the previous time. Some of them even bought 
vehicles at the end of the season. So they were very, very amazed.  
 
Reynolds I can imagine some people saying, "You're not working on behalf of the 
farmers, you're working on behalf of the big companies.” 
 
Makinde It's a win win situation. Now the farmer has a lot to gain because he has 
an alternative market which will provide him with a higher income. 
That is really our target. That is what we are working for. Now the 
agro-industries are interested. Why? It is difficult for them to go to 
different producers because these farmers are producing in small, small 
quantities - hardly one ton, two ton. So working with farmer groups 
helps them to be able to get their supplies in one location and that is a 
lot easier for them. And then there is also the requirement that they 
should be able to trace back the supplies of their product. So working 
with us, through the farmers, help them to know the source of their 
materials that they are using. So it's a win-win situation. Many of them 
are also open because they're also concerned that the farmer should get 
a good share of the consumer naira which in normal times they don't 
get. Working with the farmers in this way, helping them bulk their 
product, helps to ensure that a large part of the consumer naira goes 
back to the farmers. So they are happy and the farmers are happy too. 
It's a win-win situation.  
 
Reynolds Now I can see this is a very satisfactory arrangement for the farmers 
and also, I assume, for IITA but how do IITA's donors view this tie up 
with the private sector? 
 
Makinde The project that we are working on is the Rural Sector Enhancement 
Programme and that project is funded by USAID. Now they have been 
very much fascinated by this because it provides opportunity to 
improve on farmers' wellbeing and that is basically what development 
work is about. We actually help farmers to create wealth. End of track 
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Soil fertility 
 
The rights of women who till the soil  
Cue:  
The land can be very steep – and the soil very poor. It could be any number of places 
but, in fact, we are going now to the north western province of Cameroon. This is an 
English speaking area. The provincial capital is Bamenda. Women do much of the 
hard work of farming, struggling to stop the soil from sliding down the slopes. They 
have many problems – not least poverty. And they are a long way from the more 
affluent cities of Yaounde and Douala. But, fighting for the rights of women in the 
village of Bali, is Rebecca Azoadam, as she tells Sarah Reynolds 
 
IN:  “In fact, the village is a large one . . . 
OUT:  . . . alleviate their present situation.” 
DUR’N 4’18” 
 
BACK ANNOUNCEMENT: 
Rebecca Azoadam fighting for the rights of the Bali Women’s Union of Farming 
Groups. 
 
Transcript  
Azoadam In fact, the village is a large one, with so many women’s groups 
working in separate groups with their own objectives. And what I am 
doing with them is that I bring them together under the canopy of the 
union and try to enlighten them on their rights as women. I try to give 
them some training to develop in their potential areas especially as far 
as farming is concerned. We try to do certain aspects to liberate them 
from the traditional and custom practices, which hinder their 
development. Because as you know the women farmers, especially in 
the north-west, their rights as rural developers are not recognised.  
  
Reynolds But do they want to be liberated? Do they want their rights 
recognised? 
 
Azoadam Yes, they want it. They want it to be recognised by the men and then 
the society at large. So for this reason we want to make them know that 
farming is not a source of suffering. It's just like one of those activities 
carried in the society in order to help develop your family, develop 
society at large.  
 
Reynolds But farming is very difficult. I’ve been to Bamenda – it’s not easy. 
 
Azoadam It is. It is difficult because we still use the old archaic farming tools. 
The farming tools that you have to find a woman bend right down, 
almost bending to the ground, in order to work, and labours a lot. That 
is why you see many of the women by the age of 45/50 they suffer 
from lumbago because they keep straining, they bend to till the soil. If 
we could have a way of helping these women through modern farming 
tools, modern farming techniques, I think it will go a long way to 
improve the life conditions of these rural women.  
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Reynolds But is it really a question of modern farming techniques, or is it a 
question of the price that they can get for what they produce?  
 
Azoadam Yes, when they are skilful, and what they are producing they will have 
a good price for what they are producing because the first thing is that 
the skill is not there due to lack of information. The women lack 
information on how to go about their farming system.  
 
Reynolds Are the people in your group using fertilisers? Inorganic fertilisers, 
bought, you know, in the bag from the market. 
 
Azoadam Actually, the inorganic fertilisers are used but very few of them use it 
because most of them would have been interested in using it but they 
cannot afford for it. Even myself, who has some other thing to do 
before the farming, I find it difficult to afford for two bags in a large 
farm that I have. So my women are there. They are helpless. They 
can’t afford this. Now there are small micro-projects that they carry in 
their little groups. Sometimes, they come with up some few francs and 
they can buy some few bags and distribute.  
 
Reynolds They share? 
 
Azoadam When they share this, it cannot do as much as they wanted. 
 
Reynolds How many people would share a bag?  
 
Azoadam A bag can go, say for five people in some groups. A bag can go for ten 
people in some groups. 
 
Reynolds So what do you see the future then? Because there are so many 
problems. Do you feel that it really starts in the home, in the family, 
with the traditional attitude of people to women, that that is really the 
important thing to change and everything else will follow? 
 
Azoadam Yes, we are already engaged in that. We are really trying to see how 
we can change the traditional practices out of and get these women 
liberated from it. So that they can be able to get information which will 
help them and alleviate their present situation. End of track. 
  
